of Loyola's Spiritual Exercises provides a concrete starting point for understanding of the notion of the 'spiritual exercise'. What would it mean to apply Ignatius' approach to the reading of spiritual classic texts? This is not to deny that there are differences of teaching among the various spiritual classics: I am not seeking to impose an Ignatian model of spirituality on other texts. Rather, I am concerned with how readers appropriate these texts, in practical terms, and with a broader commonality of approach at this level. The test of the approach will be whether it can be shown to clarify and deepen the reading of spiritual classic texts, rather than distorting them. 5 Ignatius' Spiritual Exercises is unusual, among the texts published as spiritual classics today,
in spelling out what it means to read actively, putting personal appropriation at the centre.
You cannot read the Spiritual Exercises without realising that what you do as a reader is vital
to the interpretation. The text is addressed to spiritual directors, for use with individuals who wish to follow the exercises, in the context of a retreat. The exercitant's role in appropriating and assimilating the material of the Spiritual Exercises is central. One could think of the analogy of a musical score. The only purpose of the score is for playing. The text is wholly directed towards performance. As a set of notes and directions on the page, it cannot be mistaken for the experience of playing and hearing the music which results. In contrast, in the case of most spiritual classics, the text is not just a 'score' in this way, but also offers examples of how the music is to be played and what it sounds like, by means of creative constructions of experience, in images, visions, autobiographical accounts, and so on. For instance, in Augustine's Confessions, Augustine recounts the experience that he had at Ostia with his mother:
'While we spoke of Wisdom . . . for one fleeting instant we reached out and touched it. Then, with a sigh, leaving our spiritual harvest bound to it, we returned to the sound of our speech.' 6 Readers might imagine what it would be like to experience something similar for themselves, but no kind of action or self-appropriation is required, and a reader today would not assume 5 I am not the first to ask this kind of question. David Lonsdale and Michael Paul Gallagher, for instance, have applied the notion of Ignatian discernment, in different ways, to the question of how to read texts, or in Gallagher's case, cinema (David Lonsdale, '"TOLLE, of meditating, contemplating, praying vocally or mentally' that are aimed at 'preparing and disposing one's soul to rid herself of all disordered attachments, so that once rid of them one might seek and find the divine will in regard to the disposition of one's life for the good of one's soul'. 11 Negatively, the goal of the exercises is to remove 'disordered attachments' which stand in the way of a correct perception of God's will. Positively, they are to find 'the divine will in regard to the disposition of one's life', which means the individual's part in the divine will, which is also the path that is understood as for the greatest 'good of one's soul'.
In 14 The high point of the contemplation, therefore, is a twoway, direct address between God and the soul, and the foregoing steps are set up deliberately with this goal in mind. 15 The contemplation ends with a short prayer, usually the Our Father.
Joseph Veale points out that each individual exercise of imaginative contemplation is a microcosm of the dynamic of the Spiritual Exercises as a whole. 16 In each exercise the narrative of scripture (or sometimes a narrative based on doctrine, such as the sending of the incarnation) is used to provoke the individual's response. In the same way, the whole of the Exercises is divided into four weeks which follow the narrative of salvation history, from the sending of the incarnation to Jesus' resurrection. Personal reflection on sin is the focus of Week 1, followed by Jesus' ministry in Week 2, his passion and death in Week 3, and finally resurrection in Week 4. 17 The process of individual contemplations is designed to enable the larger process of reading individual experience and circumstances into the narrative of God's dealings with humanity, from incarnation to resurrection. 18 On the one hand, the use of the imagination encourages a creative insertion of personal circumstances, putting the individual reader at the heart of the process; while on the other hand, the repeated reference to the divine narrative, greater than the individual, keeps the focus on the divine initiative, to which the individual responds. Two narratives are being brought together: an external narrative of God's dealings with humanity, and an internal narrative of imaginative and affective response, designed to situate the individual at the heart of the process, for the sake of personal transformation.
Ignatius' anthropology allows for a positive correlation between these two narratives: the From this brief outline of Ignatius' Spiritual Exercises, it is possible to extract some principles for interpretation which bring out the tasks required for personal appropriation. I have drawn five points from the Exercises, which aim both to be true to the dynamic of the Exercises and to be phrased in sufficiently general terms also to be applicable to non-Ignatian spiritual texts. An assessment of the value of these points for reading other spiritual classic texts will follow.
The first principle is to locate the reader within the bounds of the text, that is, to make clear that the task of interpretation will involve the reader actively, in a personal appropriation. to express. But here, the text demands to be understood in terms of how it moves the reader from a to b, and in how it sets up this movement and sustains it from beginning to end. That is to say, the text is about the reader's transformation, to which other elements are secondary.
Ignatius begins by asking the exercitant to find a place of liberty where their spiritual movements can be observed freely rather than while experiencing demands which push them in a certain direction. 32 This is the prelude to seeking a divine movement that is otherwise invisible. Then, in relation to the imaginative contemplations, the exercitant examines where the various internal movements lead, while retaining an ongoing 'indifference' or poverty as to the outcome, as already mentioned. The process of discernment channels this progress, until one learns the skill of discerning and following the divine will reliably. Without a notion of the dynamics of the text and how the text works in terms of its ongoing process in relation to the reader, the central point is missed. However much one knows about Ignatius and his thought, the Exercsises must be understood dynamically, as a process moving the that his interest is in how one should respond to this inner darkness: his purpose is therapeutic and for the reader's benefit. 36 He goes on to link the dark night experience to Jesus' cry of dereliction from the cross, 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me': this, he says, was the point at which God brought about the union of the human race with himself. 37 John reasons that our own experiences of inner darkness are capable of linking us to the divine 34 John regards a disinclination to fix the imagination on particular objects and a resistance to the use of 'discursive exercises' as a vital point of transition in spiritual growth, indicating a move to a more immediate awareness of the presence of God (Ascent 2.13:4-6). Later, in union, John allows that one can have this immediate awareness without rejecting the use of the imagination. But to begin with, he sees an antagonismwhich would rule out the use of Ignatian imaginative contemplation at this point of spiritual growth. In contrast, Ignatius recommends the use of imaginative contemplation throughout the spiritual journey, regarding the desire to stop as a temptation to be resisted (Exx. 12), though he thinks room should be given for different personal needs and speeds of progress, as already noted, and he sees the contemplations as becoming more simple as one progresses to later stages; he also values other ways of praying in addition (Exx. 238-260, on three ways of praying 38 Ascent Prologue, 7. 39 Ascent 1.13-14. 40 The state of union is not reached in the Ascent, but it is set out as the goal (2.5; 3.13:5) and described most fully in the Spiritual Canticle and the Darkness, rather than being a single experience, is best understood as a marker by which readers can gauge their progress at successive stages of the journey. It is a transformative tool. 42 Further, this approach is also consistent with the fourth and fifth Ignatian principles:
darkness is a dynamic term for spurring growth, not a static concept with a single description;
and in the end it is concerned with the reader's transformation, moving the self to a point of mutuality in relation to God, in place of its initial isolation, giving it a transformed perspective on all things. 43 The 
Conclusion
It might be objected that the Ignatian principles that I have outlined here are so general as to evacuate the term 'Ignatian'. They could equally have been taken from Pierre Hadot, or from any recent hermeneutical theory that puts the reader in an active and central role. 44 This would be true if I only wanted to draw attention to the existence of such practices of personal
